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BOOK REVIEWS
Measuring fhe Nafion's Wealth
Materials Developed by the Wealth Inventory Planning Study of the
George Washington University.
JOHN W. KENDRICK,

Staff Director

New York: Columbia University Press for the National Bureau of
Economic Research. 1964.
Pp. 835, $6.00
This volume, number 29 in the Income and Wealth series of the
National Bureau of Economic Research, is a reproduction of a Congressional Joint Economic Committee print. It is a fairly detailed
survey of how the nation can count (and estimate) its wealth. The
study was developed during the past two years by approximately
200 staff workers, consultant specialists, and an overall advisory
committee of distinguished economists, chaired by Daniel Creamer
of the National Bureau of Economic Research. It was financed by a
Ford Foundation grant responsive to the expressed needs of specialists in the fields of income and wealth for more solid data to replace
the somewhat speculative estimates they have been forced to use in
a number of important studies.
The goal is a series of wealth estimates, beginning about 1970,
which would approach in comprehensiveness and detail the present
estimates of national income and gross national product. Annual
estimates of total wealth are sought, broken down by industry, by
state, and by types of owners. Financial claims, as well as real
wealth, would be measured.
Extensive space is given in this study to the problems of valuing
assets, through the use both of historical data on expenditures
and of current market-value appraisals. Currently available sources
of data are reviewed, as well as previous national wealth censuses,
in this country and abroad. The study ends with reports of fourteen
"sector" working groups, dealing with the problems and potentials
of wealth estimates in various industrial sectors and areas of the
economy. One of these groups was Natural Resources, in which this
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writer had the pleasure of participating, and to which the rest of
this review is devoted.
Natural resources were defined in this study to exclude agriculture
and urban or site land (dealt with by other groups) and to include
minerals, timber, water, fish, wildlife, and public lands (chiefly
federal).
One important aspect in common among the diverse assets and
industries included is the lack of a price or cost for the raw materials
in their original state. Where current market transactions are also
nonexistent or rare, as for many types of mines and for most fish,
wildlife, and public lands, the problems of valuation are of the
greatest difficulty. Other natural resources have very unstable prices
because they are nonreproducible, at least for long periods, and thus
have no cost of production to act as a limiting factor in the rise or
fall of price, as does the cost of man-made goods; these assets present some of the most formidable problems for a wealth census. In
some cases, the task of valuation promises to be so difficult as to be
not worth the cost, at least for detailed estimates. The working
group on water resources felt that valuations may best be omitted
in most areas, but that a contribution to rational conservation and
use can be made by undertaking a collection of better physical data
on surface and groundwater volumes and flows, wastes discharged
into bodies of water, and investments in facilities for water use and
control. The Public Lands subgroup recommended that appraisal
boards of qualified persons estimate, from sales prices of comparable lands and from their trained judgments, a "reasonably accurate
general average for rather large areas." In a word, for water and
public lands, the first "census" should not attempt too much, but
should lay the foundations for further studies and later improvement.
Water, fish, and wildlife generally have no market price in their
free and natural state, but prices or capitalized values attach to the
means of securing access to them-to riverfront properties, to
water (irrigation) rights, to hunting and fishing licenses. If access
is not limited in this way by prices, or by law or natural circumstances, the resource may be destroyed (rivers go dry or become
foul, species become rare or extinct, etc.), or the users become so
numerous that the privilege of access or hunting is not worth anything. Are such resources to be regarded as valueless, and excluded
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from coverage by a wealth inventory? The working group on fish
and wildlife thought not:
Limiting the wealth inventory in this way will make impossible
the use of the resulting data for the primary purpose for which
economic data are gathered, viz., the rational organization of production. If no value is assigned to the resource, it cannot enter into
economic calculations in either the public or private sphere; it cannot
be a guide to decisions about investment or regulation-such decisions
will perforce continue to be made either arbitrarily, or by political
pressures, or by standards which are not precisely relevant, such
as maximum biological potential. Where value in fish and wildlife
compete with other values-as in the case of dams which interfere
with salmon runs, or where lack of sewage treatment spoils oyster
beds, or land drainage destroys spawning or nesting grounds-lack of
value data may be quite a serious detriment to policy decisions.
For this reason we wish to enter a plea for estimates of the value
of the resource as it would be under rational conditions of use. Such
estimates can be made in many if not most cases without excessive
difficulty. Moreover, both the commercial and recreational aspects
of fishing are expected to rise greatly in importance in the decades
ahead. It is high time to establish some benchmarks for future research
and policy decisions.
The difference between total costs (including wages) at the
optimum level of operation and the gross revenue expected at that
level of operation would provide an estimate of the annual rent to
be expected from a rationally operated fishery. This annual yield could
then be capitalized at some acceptable rate of interest to give the
desired estimate of capital value of the resources .

. .

. [P. 588]

This principle is obviously applicable to other resources and outputs which are distributed without charge. The values obliterated by
competition for access must be large, and the potential productivity
of rational arrangements for distribution of corresponding importance. It may be, however, that the fields of fish and wildlife are the
the best place to begin the study and measurement of this phenomenon.
In minerals, prices of refined products are generally available in
organized markets; but the costs of extraction and refining are so
great and so variable from mine to mine that the prices of the market-place give little indication of the values of the minerals in the
ground, or even of those of a developed and operating mine. The
difficulties are augmented by the lack of good estimates of the quan-
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tities of each mineral in the ground. However, if the goal is coverage of the bulk of the values rather than an exhaustive and detailed
inventory of values in mining, there is much relief in the fact that
there are markets with a fair degree of activity in oil and gas
properties, and a few transactions in other kinds of mines; and that
there are current estimates of "proved reserves" of important minerals. Since oil and gas output constitutes about two-thirds of the
value of output of all mineral industries, and since proved reserves
appear to constitute the principal values in minerals, it may be possible to cover a large majority of the values in mining with a fair
degree of accuracy.
The problems of a timber inventory appear smaller, but still considerable. The physical inventory is already well in hand, through
work done in recent years by the United States Forest Service.
However, the value of timber is so dependent on accessibility, size
of stand, degree of mixture in stand, distances to mills and final
markets, etc., that there will be many problems in securing appropriate prices for valuing the known physical volumes. Additional
complications are presented by immature stands of timber that will
not be ready for the market for many years, by the inseparability of
such timber from land that may have values for other purposes, and
by the existence of multiple uses of particular pieces of timberland,
as for grazing, watershed protection, and recreation. However,
these problems are also faced by the wealth inventory in other industries, and they are not insurmountable.
Though the obstacles to a national wealth inventory are formidable, they are surpassed by the prizes to be gained. Private and public decisions with respect to investments, conservation, development,
exploitation, exports, imports, substitution, taxation, subsidies, etc.,
are dependent for their rationality on estimates of value. This consideration points not only to the large fields of important applications for data on natural resource values, but also to the fact that
a large volume of data and estimates already exists. Thousands of
decisions each year involve value figures, explicit or implicit, to some
degree of approximation. The work in most cases may be simply that
of collecting the scattered figures, or of making explicit figures that
are implicit.
There are unknowns not only as to values, but also as to the nature of the things it is sought to value, and as to the best approach
to the task of valuing them. But this means only that the first "census" should not set a target of completeness or perfection, but in
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some fields should be satisfied with a first survey as a basis for
further economic studies and better approximations at a later date.
Trail blazers cannot pave a highway on their first trip, but their
work is useful even when they leave much to be done by those
who follow. Confidence is inspired in the present project by the successful history of the past thirty years of work in the field of national income data, and by the past achievements of the scholars
sponsoring the wealth inventory project, not only in the field of
national income, but also in the fields of savings and investment,
productivity of labor and capital, business cycles, and in each of the
many industrial sectors of the nation's economy.
NEAL POTTER*

* Resources for the Future, Inc., Washington, D.C.

